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Abstract 
Planning in Englandi represents an important arena for the development and 
contestation of environmental discourses. Over the last century the changing 
assumptions about human-nature relationship has led to numerous meanings of „the 
environment‟ in planning. These have in turn influenced the choices made between: 
preserving, enhancing, protecting, compromising, trading, exploiting, or guarding 
against, the environment. While recognising the nuances of the environmental 
discourses, this paper identifies eight distinct meanings of the environment in 
contemporary plans including the environment: as local amenity, as heritage landscape, 
as nature reserve, as storehouse of resources, as tradable commodity, as problem, as 
sustainability, and as risk. The latter has emerged as a result of growing climate change 
awareness. The paper argues that, while the emphasis on climate change mitigation has 
reinforced some aspects of the sustainability discourse, the adaptation agenda has 
introduced a new meaning of the environment as risk. This portrays the environment not 
so much in terms of assets to be sustained for human benefits, but in terms of threats 
against which human wellbeing should be safeguarded. Framed in the language of risk 
and security, this new discourse is bringing to the fore some of the outmoded 
approaches to planning.  
Keywords 
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1. Introduction 
 
“The potential for us to make progress with environmental issues is limited by the 
basic assumptions that we make about nature, the unspoken, often unrecognized 
perspective from which we view our environment” (Botkin, 1990). 
This paper concurs with the above in suggesting that there is no single overarching 
meaning of „the environment‟; that the way in which environment is defined has evolved 
with our changing assumptions about nature and our relation to it. Nature in this context 
is understood neither as the essential quality of something (natura rerum or nature of 
things) nor as an inherent force which drive the world but, following Marshall (1994), as 
the material world as a whole.   
The changing meanings of the environment are both reflected in and constituted through 
the environmental discoursesii in planning. The institutions and practices of planning 
provide key arenas in which environmental discourses are developed, mobilised and 
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contested. Like all forms of narratives, environmental narratives in planning are selective 
abstractions which amplify one meaning of the environment and marginalise others. 
Their formation is a contested political act, infused with power relations.  As Foucault 
suggests, their power “derives not so much from the abstract ideas they represent as 
from their material basis in the institutions and practices that make up the micro-political 
realm” (quoted in Barnes and Duncan, 1992:9). The outcome of this dynamic and 
contested process is not merely symbolic. It also has material consequences for the 
choices made in planning practices about preserving, enhancing, protecting, 
compromising, trading, exploiting, or guarding against the environment. It determines 
how much weight should be given to the environment compared with the social and 
economic concerns. It shapes planners‟ conception of „sustainable city‟ and how it might 
be achieved.  The formation of climate change discourses with their emphasis on risk 
and security can have a profound effect on the treatment of the environment in 
planning. They can shift the emphasis from what we do to nature towards what nature 
does to us.  
The aim of this paper is to unravel different meanings of „the environment‟ in planning in 
the context of the changing assumptions about human-nature relationships. Particular 
emphasis is put on the emerging climate change discourses and the way in which they 
are shaping perceptions of sustainability. The analyses are based on a review of relevant 
European (such as European Spatial Development Perspective and its successors) and 
national policies (particularly related to climate change) as well as a content analysis of 
28 planning documents produced in England in the 2000s (listed in table 1). The latter 
includes the Regional Spatial Strategies (RSS) for all nine English regions including 
London. The RSSs were given statutory weight in 2004 and as a result could exert more 
influence on the environmental narratives of the local plans, particularly in relation to 
climate change.  Based on these analyses as well as the review of the existing literature, 
the paper identifies eight distinct meanings of the environment in planning. These do not 
neatly succeed each other. Instead, the „new‟ perspectives have often been added to the 
„old‟ ones creating a multi-layered, although not necessarily complementary, narrative of 
the environment in contemporary plans.  It is argued that the onset of climate change 
mitigation and adaptation have, on the one hand, brought some of the „old‟ 
environmental discourses to the foreground, and on the other hand, introduced an 
entirely new meaning of the environment in planning; one which portrays the 
environment as a risk and a threat to human wellbeing. This in turn is renewing a 
number of outmoded practices in planning.   The paper is structured under three main 
sections. After this introduction, section two provides an account of the eight 
environmental discourses in planning, and section three concludes the paper.    
2. Meanings of ‘the environment’ in planning   
“There is a great variety of distinct and often radically different (if not antagonistic) 
natures” (Swyngedow, 2007:36). 
Concerns about the environment have a long history in the planning system in England. 
The rise of planning movement in the late 19th century as a response to urban 
industrialisation was both socially and environmentally motivated.  One of its key 
characteristics was a desire to halt or slow down the unprecedented level of urbanisation 
which was encroaching into the countryside and degrading nature. Since then, and 
particularly after the introduction of the formal planning system in 1947, environmental 
concern has been a major preoccupation in planning. However, the meanings given and 
the values attached to „the environment‟ have changed substantially over time.  One of 
the first attempts to trace this evolution was made by Howard Newby who argued that, 
“environmental concerns in the United Kingdom mark a shift in perspective from an 
amenity-led to an ecology-led approach to environment” (Newby, 1990:3).  Later, 
Whatmore and Boucher (1993) explored the role of planning discourses and practices in 
the social construction of nature and its manifestation in the spatial tensions between 
development and conservation, arguing that until the 1980s the conservation narrative 
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was dominant. They  suggested that planning had played an important part in regulating 
the spatial contours of the “ontological divide between society and nature”, and that 
such a divide is represented in the persistent dualism between „built‟ and „natural‟ 
environments (Whatmore and Boucher, 1993:176).   Building on these analyses, Healey 
and Shaw (1994: 427) provided a more detailed history of the environmental discourses 
in planning and identified five strands including: welfarist-utilitarianism (1940s/1950s), 
growth management (1960s), active environmental care (1970s), marketized 
utilitarianism (1980s), and sustainable development (1990s).   
Based on the content analysis of contemporary English planning documents, this paper 
argues that firstly, the differentiation of environmental discourses in planning are more 
nuanced than previously articulated. Secondly, since the late 1990s climate change 
awareness has introduced an entirely new discourse. It is therefore possible to identify 
eight distinct meanings of the environment in planning, including the environment: as 
local amenity, as heritage landscape, as nature reserve, as storehouse of resources, as 
tradable commodity, as problem, as sustainability, and as risk. In the following section 
the key features and the origin of these discourses are discussed, and their historical and 
contemporary leverage in planning are examined. Examples from past planning 
documents (using primary and secondary sources) are drawn upon to illustrate the 
points made. 
2.1 Environment as local amenity 
Seeing the environment as local amenity is one of the oldest and most established 
utilitarian conceptions of the environment in planning. In fact it predates the use of the 
term „environment‟.  Intangible amenities such as aesthetic and recreational values have 
provided the rationale for the conservation narratives in planning since its inception.  
Their origin can be traced back to the Romantic period of the 19th century and its 
reaction to the dominant „mechanical‟ view of the world.   For Romantics, nature had 
symbolic values and was a source of delight and inspiration. “Nature was where industry 
was not” (Williams, 1972:159 quoted in Macnaghten & Urry, 1998:13); it was the 
wilderness in which one could take refuge in the face of the accelerating pace of urban 
industrialisation. This green romanticism underpinned some of the anti-urban reactions 
of the growing environmental campaigns in the mid-19th century. It was also an 
influential driver of the planning movement and the emergence of two markedly different 
attitudes towards the countryside in the early 20th century. One represented the 
countryside as a source of inspiration and a powerful „magnet‟ whose amenities should 
be woven into the urban fabric to improve the standard of city living. The other 
represented the countryside as a nostalgic rural life to be defended against urban sprawl. 
The former was epitomised in the Garden City movement and Ebenezer Howard‟s 
attempt to combine the best of town with the best of country. The latter was manifested 
in the reactions of his opponents whose idyllic view of the countryside was represented 
in metaphors similar to the classic Greek and Roman images of „mother nature‟.  For 
example, Thomas Sharp, a leading planning figure, was insisting on a clear separation of 
the „masculine‟ urban from the „feminine‟ rural, claiming that, 
“Tradition has broken down ... Urban influences neutralize the country.... The 
strong, masculine virility of the town; the softer beauty, the richness, the 
fruitfulness of that mother of men, the countryside, will be debased into one 
sterile, hermaphrodite beastliness” (Sharp, 1932:11). 
Although the Garden City idea has remained as a source of inspiration, it was the 
dichotomous view of urban versus rural which became the established discourse in the 
early 20th century planning system. It found powerful advocates among some of its most 
celebrated figures including Patrick Abercrombie who was of the view that although the 
1932 Planning Act had included “statutory powers to deal with both” town and country, 
there “should be no attempt at fusion between the two ... town should be town and 
country should be country; urban and rural can never be interchangeable adjectives” 
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(Abercrombie 1933:177).  Therefore, his 1944 Greater London Plan established one of 
the most enduring planning orthodoxies, the urban containment which became 
institutionalised through the Green Belt.   
Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, seeing the environment as local amenity and a 
backcloth to development remained the dominant perspective (Healey & Shaw, 1994).  
The goal of planning was to ensure that the natural beauty and the pleasing landscape is 
utilised in new development projects for the visual and recreational benefits of humans.  
This view of the environment continued in the subsequent planning documents in 
statements such as: “the function of (landscape) framework varies ... Sometimes it will 
act as screen, sometimes as a backcloth” (LCC, 1974:128), or “the need to protect the 
intrinsic environment and visual qualities of the countryside” (LCC, 1994:17).  Seeing 
the environment as a setting for development has retained its discursive leverage in 
contemporary plans. For example, the local plan for Merton (LBM, 2010:4) refers to “the 
wide open spaces” as “beauty spots” which are “important... (for) everyone‟s well 
being”.  Chelmsford local plan is “recognising the important visual and landscape 
function that they (Green Wedges) have for the town” (CBC, 2008:31).  
2.2 Environment as heritage landscape 
Like amenity, heritage is a nebulous yet highly venerated concept. It refers to both built 
and natural environment but is particularly associated with landscape. Like amenity it 
has a long history dating back to the mid-19th century. However, unlike amenity which 
began as a welfare-oriented discourse, the early approaches to heritage were highly 
elitist. As Newby (1990:6) argues, “Environmental artefacts were to be preserved “for 
„the Nation‟, but from „the public‟ which was frequently regarded as unappreciative and 
philistine, representing a threat to this „national heritage‟”.  These sentiments shared 
some of the values advocated by the green romantics in terms of putting the emphasis 
on preservation of a pre-industrial past and protection of the national heritage from 
urban industrialisation. During the interwar period this elitist preservationism came into 
conflict with the demand for wider access to the countryside.  The tension centred on the 
perceived conflicts between the agricultural production value of land and its recreational, 
consumption value.  The former was upheld by the farmers - who are traditionally seen 
as stewards of the countryside- and the environmental groups such as the Council for 
Preservation of Rural Englandiii. The latter was supported by the Labour Party, the 
Unions and the campaign groups such as the Ramblers‟ Association (Marsden et al, 
1993; Healey & Shaw, 1994).   
An important dimension of seeing the environment as heritage landscape, as opposed to 
local amenity, is the assignment of hierarchical values to it ranging from national to local 
significance and resulting in their descending level of protection. At the top of the 
hierarchy are National Parks whose statuary designation in 1949 was a political victory 
for the alliances in favour of public rights of access to the countryside.  Further down the 
hierarchy are the Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, and lower still are various sites 
of locally significant landscapes. The precursor to this ordering of nature into hierarchical 
categories is the 18th century‟s burgeoning biological classifications of all „living things‟. 
By creating mental pigeon-holes for rational and comprehensive arrangement of all 
species, natural scientists aimed to make them amenable to imposition of order, not by 
the Creator as was previously believed, but by human mind (Bowler, 1992). As Foucault 
(quoted in Bowler, 1992:141) suggests, this was the beginning of the modernist passion 
for order, fixity, and control; a passion upon which planning as a modernist project was 
founded.   
The location of the designated landscapes on the hierarchy results in different degrees of 
protection assigned to them. So, those at the bottom become more vulnerable to 
development pressures than those at the top.  This, however, does not suggest that 
sites at the top of the ladder are immune from development. For example mineral (coal, 
aggregates, metal, etc) extraction can take place even in National Parks as long as it is 
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perceived to be in the „national interest‟.  Hence, mineral operations are a source of 
tension not only between development and conservation, but also between two 
meanings of the environment: the environment as storehouse of resources (discussed 
below) and the environment as heritage landscape.  The conception of the environment 
as heritage landscapes that are ranked in the order of their perceived significance still 
occupies a central place in planning discourses. Every contemporary plan has a section 
with a list of designated sites that are often presented as “environmental capital” of 
which “the community can be justifiably proud” (Lancaster CC, 2008: 55).  
2.3 Environment as nature reserve  
Although there may be similarities between the environment as heritage landscape and 
as nature reserve, there is a fundamental difference between the two.  The latter is the 
only conception of the environment in planning which is not rooted in the 
anthropocentric view of nature. The anthropocentric view places humans at the centre of 
Universe and considers nature to be at their service.  An early and striking example of 
this view is Francis Bacon‟s assertion that,  
“Man ... may be regarded as the centre of the world... For the whole world works 
together in the service of man; and there is nothing from which he does not 
derive use and fruit...insomuch that all things seem to be going about man‟s 
business and not their own” (Quoted in Marshall, 1994:184).   
By contrast, the biocentric view of nature considers humans as integral part of nature 
and as members of an interconnected „web of life‟ (Marshall, 1994). It therefore 
challenges the 1970s‟ discourse of environmental stewardship in planning which is 
presented in Healey & Shaw (1994) and considers human as part of nature rather than 
its steward or its master.  Although the biocentric view of human-nature relationship 
predates the anthropocentric perspective, its influence has been sidelined after the 
scientific revolution of the 17th century.  Since then it has remained subservient to the 
dominant anthropocentric view and has only recently re-emerged in the form of radical 
ecology.   
Seeing the environment as nature reserve and showing concerns not just for human 
benefits, but also for non-human species is the closest that planning discourses have 
come to a biocentric worldview. However, even this has often retained a hint of 
functional utilitarianism. Although early signs of a biocentric perspective can be found in 
Patrick Geddes‟ idea of the „natural region‟, its real influence on planning discourses 
began in the 1970s and through a series of international designations. An early example 
is the designation of Ramsar Sites which are wetland areas protected essentially for the 
wellbeing of migrating birds and not human enjoyment. More recent examples include 
various European designations such as, the Special Areas of Conservation and the 
Special Protection Areas, which are safeguarded for their biodiversity and habitats 
values. As with landscape sites, embedded in these designations is a hierarchical order 
which reflects “the specific importance of particular habitats” (CBC, 2008:108). Thus, 
Local Wildlife Sites are construed as having less value than those with national or 
international safeguards.   
The biocentric perspective in planning saw a further boost in the 2000s through the 
discourses of „green corridors‟ and „green networks‟ because the main motivation for 
protecting and creating such “green links” is “to create safe species movement and 
havens for nature” (LBM, 2010: 130). An important feature of these new concepts is 
their articulation of nature as relational and fluid rather than bounded and fixed. 
Although valuing and protecting nature for nature‟s sake has not been a prominent 
environmental discourse in planning, it has continued its somewhat marginal presence. 
The RSS for East of England, for example, urges the planning authorities to “seek to ... 
protect, for their own sake, all important aspects of the countryside” (GOEE, 2008:50).   
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2.4 Environment as storehouse  
Seeing the environment as a storehouse of resources and functions that can be exploited 
at will for human benefits has been a powerful and enduring conception of the 
environment in industrial societies (Verhagen, 2008) with significant influence on 
environmental discourses in planning. It is rooted in the 17th century scientific revolution 
and particularly the rise of Newtonian mechanicsiv which marked a shift in the 
understanding of human relation to nature.  Nature began to be perceived as a machine, 
yet designed and maintained by the divine Creator.  By the 18th century the divinity of 
its origin was gradually replaced by scientific explanation. The Universe was compared 
with a „Great Wheel‟ which was “kept in circulation” by its own internal qualities (quoted 
in Botkin, 1990:106).  Nature was seen as gigantic clockwork whose wheels and springs 
were operating according to some hidden rules and structures. Hence, scholars, such as 
Francis Bacon, were of the view that by uncovering the secrets of nature through 
rationalist search human race could control the material world (Hollis 2003).  This 
rational view, presented ironically in a gendered and romantic language, claimed that, 
“science would „strip the veil‟ from nature so that she revealed her innermost self” 
(quoted in Bowler, 1992:91).    
Reducing nature to a material system gave human both the means and the right to 
exploit it. Detached from its former symbolic values nature was no longer cherished as a 
source of inspiration. As Bowler (1992:89) argues, the mechanistic view of nature was 
necessary for legitimisation of its exploitation. Thus, the age of discovery and scientific 
revolution was driven by a desire not just to explore, but also to exploit nature (ibid); a 
desire that was materialised on an industrial scale in the 19th century. This was the time 
when environment began to be seen as a storehouse of goods, resources, and functions, 
all of which under human control and for human exploitation.  Adam Smith, the founder 
of modern economics, for example, considered the environment as “a storehouse of raw 
materials for man‟s ingenuity” (quoted in Worster, 1994:53). Conquering nature through 
technological advances and utilising environmental resources for economic growth is still 
considered as a hallmark of progress in industrial societies.  In the English planning 
system, however, this extreme view of the environment as a mere input into industrial 
processes has never achieved a noticeable leverage. This is partly because planning itself 
emerged as a rational instrumental response to the excesses of environmental 
exploitations which was associated with urban industrialisation in the late 19th century. 
Nevertheless, a more subtle version of this extreme view has had a profound influence 
on planning discourses. This is reflected in the utilitarian approaches to the environment 
and its treatment as a container of, material resources, scientific repository and 
functional services, and also as a „sink‟ for processing waste and pollution. These will be 
elaborated in turn.  
Container of material resources 
Seeing the environment as a storehouse with unlimited material resources was a 
particularly influential view during the 1960s and 1970s (Healey & Shaw, 1994). 
Paradoxically, this was a period when concerns about scarcity of environmental 
resources and fragility of nature were also on the rise (see section 2.6 below).  However, 
these concerns hardly influenced planning discourses until the late 1980s. Even then 
they were treated as secondary to economic priorities (Davoudi et al, 1996). A key 
material resource whose extraction has been at the centre of development versus 
conservation conflict is minerals, as mentioned above. A typical narrative in planning 
documents which reveals this tension can be found in the Lancashire Structure Plan (LCC 
1994:38). It states that although “the countryside will be protected for its own sake... 
the requirement of minerals industry must be addressed”.  A frequently cited justification 
for the exploitation of environmental resources is that it is in „public interest‟ where 
„public‟ is often equated with nationally-determined policy goals. Often potential local 
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environmental losses are justified by perceived national economic gains (Davoudi, 
1997).  
 
 
Scientific repository  
Treating the environment as a scientific repository to be explored for human benefits is 
another way of seeing the environment as storehouse. In the planning documents, it is 
most explicitly represented through the designated Sites of Special Scientific Importance 
(SSSI). Like other types of designations, these portray the environment as static and 
bounded. Nature is neatly and hierarchically classified into parcels of land with clear 
delineation. It is then „sieved‟ through a mapping exercise which eliminates the higher 
order sites (considered as areas of „constraint‟) from consideration for future 
development.  The parcelling of nature along with the „sieve map‟ process make the 
complex environmental relationships amenable to planning control. These demarcations 
are part of „planning technologies‟ for determining which bits of the environment are to 
be protected and which bits are to be lost to development.    
Functional services 
Conceiving of the environment as a container of functional services often coincides with 
the amenity discourse in planning. Examples of the functional utilitarian view of the 
environment can be found throughout the history of planning (Healey & Shaw, 1994; 
Davoudi et al, 1996) and are still abundant in contemporary plans.  It is most frequently 
represented in the approaches to open spaces which are seen as „green lungs‟ for the 
built up areas. For example, the local plan for Chelmsford (CBC, 2008:56) states that, 
“the importance of open spaces relates to their function and also amenity value ...in 
providing a „green lung‟ and visual break in the built environment”. Since the 2000s, 
climate change adaptation and mitigation agenda has reinforced this functional view. 
One example is seeing the environment as a source of renewable energies which in a 
national planning statement (DCLG, 2007:6) is described as flowing repeatedly from: 
“the wind, the fall of water, the movement of the oceans, from the sun and also from 
biomass”.   Such statements combine a 21st century functional view of the environment 
with a 19th century‟s lyrical language of green romanticism.  
This functional approach is more explicitly advocated by climate adaptation discourses. 
These have reinvigorated the perception of the environment as a container of eco-
system goods and services. Increasingly, emphasis is put on multi-functionality of 
environmental services, implicitly implying some kind of utilitarian efficiency. Green 
spaces in particular have been at the centre of attention. Added to their traditional 
function as „breathing lungs‟ for built up areas are a multitude of new functions such as: 
cooling ambient temperature, encouraging biodiversity, draining flood waters, 
sequestrating carbon, providing food security, being an outdoor classroom, and 
maintaining human health. The latter refers not simply to the recreational and leisure 
functions of the environment, as in the 1940s and 1950s, but also to its cardio-vascular 
and fitness function. The following extract from the London adaptation plan (GLA, 
2010:6) exemplifies this language of multi-functionality.  
“Becoming a greener, leafier city is more aesthetically pleasing, adds to a sense of 
wellbeing and reinforces London‟s position as one of the best big cities in the world. 
At the same time, urban green space reduces flood risk and cools the city in hot 
weather. Alongside the eco-creativity required to weather-proof our city also comes 
considerable untapped employment opportunities”. 
Two points are worth mentioning. Firstly, the inclusion of the old and new functional 
values into the capacious discourse of multi-functionality does not necessarily lead to a 
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“grand unification” (Hebbert, 2009:365) of their different utilities which inevitably remain 
in competition for pre-eminence, or even in conflict, in planning discourses. Secondly, 
while the climate adaptation discourse of „eco-system goods and services‟ is ultimately a 
functional utilitarian one, it does represent a tentative, yet significant change of attitudes 
because, it puts the emphasis on making space for nature (e.g. freeing up land for 
flooding or coastal retreat) rather than on controlling nature (e.g. building flood and 
coastal defences); it puts „Nature first‟ (Gibbs et al, 2007).  
Sink for waste and pollution  
One of the functional utilities associated with, though not always explicitly related to, the 
environment in planning documents is the „sink‟ function. Treating the environment as a 
giant sink which assimilates waste and pollution is the flip side of the industrial image of 
nature as storehouse. Considering pollution as an inevitable by product of economic 
growth and progress has been a key feature of modernism. The idea is that although 
attempts should be made to reduce pollution, these should not be at the cost of slowing 
down progress. The initial planning response to this challenge was to keep the polluting 
industries intact but separating them from residential areas through zoning. As with the 
amenity, the emphasis was on local pollutions, such as noise, dirt, smell, and smoke that 
were known through direct experiences and their impacts on local quality of life (Healey 
& Show, 1994). The wider implications were either unknown or neglected and therefore 
did not enter into planning discourses until the 1970s.  Today, treating the environment 
as a sink can be found in a number of areas such as: the emission of greenhouse gases 
to the atmosphere, the discharge of waste water to the sea, and the burying of solid 
waste under the ground. The latter, which has been the most explicit manifestation of 
this view of the environment, is still the dominant practice in the UK. The term „sink‟ 
itself, which was previously hard to find in planning documents because of its negative 
connotation, is now appearing frequently. For example, a national policy statement 
(DCLG, 2007:5) refers to “trees and vegetations” in their capacity to act as “carbon 
sinks”. 
2.5 Environment as tradable commodity 
The storehouse image of the environment and the exploitation of its resources have 
been largely justified in planning on the ground of being in „public interest‟. In the 
1980s, this welfare-oriented perspective gave way to a market-led approach and the 
portrayal of the environment as a commodity.  The change was driven by the neo-liberal 
climate of the time and its manifestation in planning in terms of “a presumption in favour 
of development” (DoE 1985). As a result, “a vision of planning as a bargaining process” 
and a “vision of nature as a social product valued through the market place” was 
constructed (Whatmore & Boucher, 1993:170).  Environment was treated as a 
commodity which could be traded with other commodities through the bargaining 
processes of planning gains. The assumption was that the loss of one environmental 
„parcel‟ can be offset by gaining another as long as the bargaining process did not 
jeopardise development projects. This was exemplified in the Countryside Commission‟s 
argument that, “what is lost in environmental terms by the development can be more 
than offset by some associated benefit” (quoted in Whatmore & Boucher 1993:171).   
This treatment of the environment as a tradable asset continued in the 1990s and 
underpinned the economically-driven approaches to sustainable development. Its most 
notable representation was the notion of „constant capital stock‟ coined by David Pearce 
and his team. In their Blueprint for a Green economy (Pearce et al, 1989) they 
suggested that for a society to be sustainable an undiminished per capita stock of capital 
should be passed from one generation to the next. And, that „natural capital‟ can be 
substituted with human-made capital (Pearce & Barbier, 2000).  While the 1980s‟ 
„commodity‟ discourse treated the environment as an „object‟ which could be reproduced 
through human action, the 1990s‟ „capital stock‟ discourse treated it as an „object‟ which 
could be substituted with manufactured objects (Hamdouch & Zuindeau, 2010).  The 
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discourse of the environment as a „stock of capital‟ or a trading commodity continues to 
run through contemporary plans. For example, the local plan for Lancaster lists the city‟s 
“natural and built „Environmental Capital‟” and presents them as “a major economic 
asset” (Lancaster CC, 2008:55). The RSS for the North West Region considers “Access to 
greenspace” as having “a central role to play in securing successful and sustainable 
economic regeneration” (GONW, 2008:89). In the London Plan, measures for reducing 
carbon emissions are framed in terms of their economic values in statements such as: 
“preventative and adaptive measures will generate long term savings... and should have 
positive impacts on property values” (GLA, 2009:94).    
2.6 Environment as problem  
Seeing the environment as a „problem‟ for which solution had to be found made its 
“dramatic leap to the top of the political agenda” in the 1960s (Dryzek, 1997: 21) when, 
for the first time, the picture of Earth taken from space symbolised its fragility, its finite 
resources and its limited capacity to support life and satisfy human demand. Attentions 
began to shift from what nature does to us and what we can get out of it, to what we do 
to nature and the problematic consequences of our actions.  This newly discovered 
„problem‟ triggered two distinct responses: one advocated radical actions to curb human 
demand, the other promoted problem-solving approaches, as outlined below. In the 
event, it was the latter which had a major leverage in planning discourses.  
A key factor in the realisation of the sheer scale of environmental „problem‟ was the 
publication of Limits to Growth (Meadows, et al, 1972). This propelled the discourse of 
„limits‟ into public imagination and political agenda.  The study was undertaken by a 
team of system modellers sponsored by a group of industrialists and academics called 
the Club of Rome. Their message was simple yet powerful; environmental care and 
concern is not just desirable (as portrayed in the „stewardship‟ discourses of planning at 
that time) but also crucial for the survival of humanity. This resonated with the earlier 
„carrying capacity‟ concerns which had been long deployed by ecologists and population 
biologists. The basic story line of this “survivalism” discourse is that, “human demands 
on the carrying capacity of ecosystems threaten to explode out of control, and draconian 
action needs to be taken in order to curb these demands” (Dryzek, 1997:34).  The 
opening of a „hole in the ozone layer‟ seemed to provide the seal of approval for the Club 
of Rome‟s foresight. Survivalism, however, did not have much leverage in the 
environmental discourses of planning because firstly, it dealt with aggregates such as 
global population and resources. Secondly, it puts the emphasis not just on thinking 
globally, but also on acting globally in a centrally-coordinated way (Dyrzek, 1997:43). 
Both of these were well beyond the scope of the locally-focused planning system. 
Therefore, despite occasional references to limits and carrying capacity in planning 
documents [which has continued to date and can be found in, for example, the RSS for 
the North West Region (GONW, 2008: 28)] survivalism did not influence planning 
narratives in a noticeable way.   
On the contrary, what left a significant mark was the problem-solving approach. As 
Dryzek (1997:61) suggests, problem-solving recognises “the existence of environmental 
problems but treats them as tractable within the basic framework of the political 
economy of industrial society, as belonging in a well-defined box of their own”. In 
planning, an early symbolic representation of the „boxing‟ approach was to put 
everything that is considered as environmental issues into one chapter of the plan and 
colour code them green. Within this chapter the environment was further broken down 
(to, for example, open space, habitat, landscape heritage, waste, etc) and different 
pieces were put in smaller boxes of their own. Although this became a relatively common 
practice in planning immediately after the introduction of sustainable development 
agenda (Davoudi & Layard, 2001) it was largely abandoned later on.    
According to Dryzek (1997:61) there are three routes through which the problem-solving 
approach to the environment has been implicated. These are: “administrative rationalism 
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(leave it to the experts), economic rationalism (leave it to the market), and democratic 
pragmatism (or, leave it to people)”. The English planning system plays a major part in 
the first route because, administrative rationalism manifests itself in the state‟s 
institutions and practices in which planning occupies a prominent position. Its space of 
action on environmental „problems‟ has been considerably enlarged since the late 1980s 
mainly in response to the growing number of the EU environmental directives (on waste, 
habitat, water, birds, etc). Of particular significance has been the EU requirement to 
carry out environmental impact assessment (EIA) for major development projects. The 
decision of the central government to use the planning system as the administrative 
space in which EIA is implemented had a profound influence on the environmental 
discourses in planning. It was also crucial in preventing the downgrading, or even the 
demise, of the planning system itself at the time when the neo-liberal pressures for 
deregulation and rolling back of state was at its height.  
Seeing the environment as a problem for which rational administrative solutions have to 
be sought has remained a powerful perspective in planning. Planning documents have 
continued to present a combination of both concerns for the environmental problems and 
reassurances for the ability to solve them without having to change the existing socio-
economic structures. The impact assessments in particular have reinforced the 
perception of planning as a process of evidence-based, impartial reasoning by technical 
experts. The aim is to provide reassurances that the outcome of the assessment would 
be in public interest even if it may ultimately be detrimental to the environment. 
However, despite these limitations the EU-driven procedures and assessment techniques 
have strengthened the environmental discourses in planning. Concerns about, for 
example, waste and water management which had been overlooked for many decades 
are now embedded in planning narratives (Davoudi, 2000a). It is also worth mentioning 
that the „leave it to expert‟ discourse is frequently challenged in the planning arenas 
where the tensions between this and the „leave it to the people‟ approaches to 
environmental problem-solving are brought to the fore.  
2.7 Environment as sustainability  
While the language of sustainability has been around since the 18th century as part of 
forestry practices, its pre-eminence in the environmental discourses is due to the 
publication of the Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987) and its famous definition of 
sustainable developmentv.  While recognising the significant contribution of the Report to 
environmental debates and actions, it is worth highlighting its underlying human-centred 
approach to nature which is exemplified in the following statement:  
“In essence, sustainable development is a process of change in which exploitation 
of resources, the direction of investments, the orientation of technological 
development, and institutional change are all in harmony and enhance both 
current and future potential to meet needs and aspirations” (ibid:46).  
This also shows the Report‟s assumption about a positive-sum relationship between 
distributive justice, economic growth, and environmental protection. It is this win-win 
rhetoric which attracted the support of a wide spectrum of actors and agencies. 
Furthermore, and contrary to the widely held view, the discourse of sustainable 
development as represented in the Brundtland Report does not have much affinity with 
the older discourse of limits and survival. Although it recognises the existence of 
“ultimate limits”, it goes on to declare that, “Growth has no set limits in terms of 
population or resources use beyond which lies ecological disaster”. The reason for such 
assumptions is the over-confidence in human ingenuity and technological solution: 
“accumulation of knowledge and the development of technology can enhance the 
carrying capacity of the resources base” (ibid: 45); “...we have the ingenuity to change” 
(ibid: 205).  This is a powerful rhetoric and one which has been fully embraced by the 
UK government and the planning system since the early 1990s. Its omnipresence in 
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planning documents is reflected in numerous narratives about striking a balance between 
economic, social, and environmental goals.   
This dominant positive-sum view of sustainability is a weak form of ecological 
modernisation (Hajer, 1995; Lafferty & Meadowcroft, 1996; Davoudi, 2000b) which 
draws on rational technical instruments and expert systems to control the environmental 
impacts of economic growth. As Ulrick Beck (1998:26) suggests, ecological 
modernisation is unlikely to provide a solution beyond “cosmetic ecology on grand 
scale”. Despite the extensive criticism of the „three pillar‟ or „magic triangle‟ (Campbell, 
1999) approach to sustainable development, it continues to frame a large part of the 
environmental discourses in planning.  Moreover, the emphasis has gradually moved 
away from balancing the three pillars towards seeking sustainable economic growth 
(Davoudi et al, 1996). Bluhdorn and Welsh (2007:187) call this trend as “the hegemony 
of eco-economic „win-win‟ thinking”. A kind of thinking that can also be traced in the 
climate mitigation discourses of, for example, two national planning statements where 
promotion of renewable energy (ODPM, 2004a) or biodiversity (ODPM, 2005a) are 
framed and justified in terms of their potential not only for reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions but for diversification of rural economies.   
The more radical interpretations of sustainability, notably the reflexive ecological 
modernisation (Hajer, 1995), are difficult to find in the environmental narratives of 
planning. This seems to reflect the wider “politics of unsustainability” which, according to 
Bluhdorn and Welsh (2007:198), is unfolding as a result of two simultaneous trends: 
firstly, “a general acceptance that achievement of sustainability requires radical change 
in the most basic principles of late-modern societies” and secondly, a general “consensus 
about the non-negotiability of democratic consumer capitalism”. Both trends are 
happening “irrespective of mounting evidence of unsustainability” (ibid) and a growing 
awareness about climate change. The latter has demonstrated, perhaps more than any 
other environmental concerns, our intimate and inescapable interdependencies with 
nature.  It is a powerful reminder of the complexities of human-nature interrelationship 
and the fallacy of the modernist assumption about the ability of human to tame and 
order nature for their own exploitation with little or no consequences. 
2.8 Environment as risk 
Climate change has introduced two new concepts, mitigationvi and adaptationvii, each 
with distinctly different implications for environmental discourses in planning. As will be 
discussed below, the discourse of climate mitigation has reinforced the environmental 
aspects of sustainable development through its emphasis on efficient use of energy and 
reduction in non-renewable energy sources. The discourse of climate adaptation, on the 
other hand, seems to have marked a departure from sustainable development in the 
sense that it considers the environment as a risk to, rather than as an asset for, human 
wellbeing. Seeing the environment as a natural hazard and a threat against which 
resilience should be built is an entirely new perspective in planning.  
The mitigation discourse 
Although the term climate mitigation did not appear in planning until the early 2000s, 
throughout the 1990s reduction of GHG emissions through, for example, reducing the 
need to travel was a frequently rehearsed planning discourse (Owens & Cowell, 2002).  
By the mid-2000s, changes to the planning systemviii and the development of climate 
change policy at the international and national levelix placed climate mitigation firmly at 
the centre of the planning agenda. As part of the statutory purpose of planning to 
contribute to sustainable development, planners have to “ensure that development plans 
contribute to global sustainability by addressing the causes and potential impacts of 
climate change” (ODPM, 2005b:13). By 2006, all English regions had a climate change 
regional strategy in place which provided the basis for climate change policies in local 
planning documents. As a result, mitigation narratives have been increasingly 
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interwoven into, and sometimes eclipsing, the discourses of sustainability to the extent 
that climate change has now become emblematic in environmental discourses at all 
levels of planning. At the European level, for example, Sykes and Fischer (2009) 
mention the escalating appearance of the term „climate change‟ in the European spatial 
planning documents from nine in the ESDP in 1999 (CEC, 1999) to 26 in its replacement 
in 2007 (TAEA, 2007).  As Hajer (1995:5) suggests, climate change has become “a 
„metaphor‟ for the environmental problematique at large”. However, despite being the 
political flavour of our time two issues are still lurking in the background and demand 
attention. The first one is the continuation of the economic imperatives and the 
appropriation of climate change concerns towards an emphasis on economic growth 
through, for example, the ”more secure supplies of energy ... and harnessing of new 
forms of technological innovation...” (Jordan, 2009:764). The second one is the 
intensification of “all the unresolved tensions that the concept of sustainable 
development was originally designed to confront” (Meadowcroft, 2007).  
The adaptation discourse  
Adaptation to climate change did not initially attract as much international attention as 
climate mitigation for, arguably, two reasons: firstly, the fear that it might distract 
governments‟ attention from carbon reduction, and secondly, the belief that adaptation 
is a developing countries‟ problem (Swart and Raes, 2007). Despite its late arrival, climate 
adaptation is catching up and infusing the environmental discourses of planning with a 
multitude of new vocabularies. A key feature of the adaptation narrative is its construal 
of the environment as natural hazard and the framing of our relation to nature in terms 
of risk and security. So, in contrast with the discourse of sustainability it portrays the 
environment not so much in terms of assets to be sustained for human benefits, but in 
terms of threats against which human wellbeing should be safeguarded.  As such it can 
be seen as hark back to a pre-modern conception of human-nature relationship which 
was centred on what nature does to us, rather than what we do to nature. The former 
view dominated the early hazard research and disaster risk management which 
considered nature‟s forces, rather than human action, as being responsible for putting 
people at risk. While this perspective has been challenged (Blaikie et al, 1994) it 
continues to influence the framing of climate adaptation (Fünfgeld & McEvoy, 2011).   
The departure of the adaptation discourse from sustainable development agenda has a 
number of other dimensions. Firstly, contrary to the rhetoric of sustainable development 
which imbued environmental discourses of plans with optimism of win-win solutions, 
adaptation discerns a subtle sense of pessimism (Blowers et al, 2009).  The emerging 
negative and defensive language is reflected, for example, in a shift in focus in the 
Environment Agency‟s latest strategic plan. While the discourses of its previous plans 
centred on positive measures for “a better quality of life for people and an enhanced 
environment for wildlife”, its latest plan pledges to “clean up rivers, defend more 
properties against flooding, reduce emissions and tackle the causes and consequences of 
climate change” (cited in Vidal et al, 2010). Secondly, although the rhetoric of 
sustainable development projects an image of a secure and sustainable future, the 
language of adaptation conjures up images of a future characterised by the inevitability 
of climate risks and insecurities. Within this narrative, unpredictability and uncertainty 
replaces the (false) sense of certainty and the overrated human ingenuity and 
technology.  This, however, is not to suggest that the adaptation discourse brings a 
reversal of the modernist „quest to control‟ which itself stemmed from real and perceived 
fears and anxieties about complexity and uncertainty (Schumaker, 1978).  On the 
contrary, climate uncertainties have heightened the quest for control which is reflected, 
for example, in the numerous computer models that are being generated to bring 
uncertainty into the range of the so called „predictable probability‟ (Johnston et al, 
2000). An example of this mixture of pessimism about the future and optimism about 
our ability to control it can be found in the London Climate Change Adaptation Plan. On 
the one hand, it devotes a long section under the heading: “Catastrophic climate 
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change” (GLA, 2010:21) and reveals that, “London is ranked the ninth most vulnerable 
megacity on the risk register of natural hazards for the world‟s 50 megacities” (Ibid: 
109). Ironically, this rather unsettling piece of news is presented under the sub-heading 
of: “A safe place for business”! It then reassures people, or more precisely the 
businesses, that “London is less vulnerable than some of its principal world city 
competitors (New York and Tokyo)” (ibid), as if risk becomes acceptable as long as 
others are more at risk than London. The reassurances are reinforced by Mayor‟s 
foreword stating that, “we can approach this task (which he calls “to weather proof our 
city”) with optimism rather than gloomy defeatism” (ibid: 6). Swyngedouw (2007:19) 
refers to this paradox as “an unbridgeable gap” between our “dominant view of Nature” 
as a predictable process moving towards equilibrium which has been disturbed by human 
action but can also be rectified by human action, and “the acting-out of natures” as an 
unpredictable and chaotic set of processes.     
The third dimension of the departure from sustainable development is the emphasis on 
risk-based approaches to planning. While disaster risk management is not new in 
government policy and is certainly not exclusive to climate adaptation (Pigeon and 
Butler, 2009; Coaffee et al 2008) its articulation in planning is relatively new. Its first 
noticeable appearance was in 2004 in a government‟s best practice advice (ODPM, 
2004b) where an entire section of the document was devoted to the topic. Since then 
the language of risk and insecurity is increasingly interlaced with other environmental 
discourses in planning. Seeing the environment as dangerous and hazardous is most 
prominent in planning documents that have to deal with flooding, as might be 
anticipated. Since 2000, three versions of the national policy guideline on flood-risk 
management have been produced. The latest states that, “A risk-based approach should 
be adopted at all levels of planning” based on a “sources-pathway-receptors” approach. 
The „receptors‟ include, presumably in the order of significance, ”people, property, 
infrastructure, habitats and statutory sites” (DCLG 2006 revised 2010). The approach 
implies that assessing the impact of development on the environment is now 
accompanied with assessing the risk of the environment for development.    
The emerging risk-laden meaning of the environment in planning is in line with the wider 
and dominating global discourse of „securitisation‟ (Aradau, 2009) which covers an 
expanding range of concerns such as, climate, energy, food, asset, and life.  “A world 
increasingly subject to risks” is seen by some as the latest changes that have occurred 
to the concept of sustainable development (Hamdouch & Zuindea, 2010:430). Blowers et 
al (2009:313) suggest that it personifies a “shift from an environmental politics of 
cooperation and consensus to a politics of securitisation”, with the emphasis moving 
from local to national level of decisions making. Others concur, and argue that the over-
emphasis on security may lead to diminution of democracy (Coaffee et al, 2008) and 
legitimisation of “the suspension of democratic safeguards and the uncoupling of checks 
and balances” (Bluhdorf & Welsh 2007:191) on the ground that urgent action is 
required.  A subtle reflection of this can be found in some climate adaptation strategies 
which invite public comments yet without making an explicit commitment to take them 
on board. In the London adaptation plan, for example, the Mayor calls “on people to tell” 
him “what their solutions are”, yet makes it clear that only “the best of these will inform 
the final version of the Strategy” (GLA, 2010:7). Several months after the consultation 
period, there is still no sign of the analysis of the received comments on the GLA 
website.           
Furthermore, the adaptation „turn‟ in planning with its emphasis on risk is renewing a 
number of outmoded approaches to planning. One example is the return to the 1960s‟ 
technical rational decision making. This is reflected in the 2004 best practice advice 
(mentioned above) which advocates seven logical steps for making „rational‟ adaptation 
decisionsx. Another related trend is the emphasis on the use of engineering-based 
modelling in adaptation decisions; a trend which can challenge the qualitative and 
judgemental approaches to planning decisions in favour of quantitative and calculative 
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ones. Increasingly, the risk-based approaches are articulated not only as technical 
knowledge practices, but also as a particular form of decision making and governance. 
Hence, risk tools are being adopted not just as technical aid to decision making, but also 
as political strategies for climate change mitigation and adaptation (Pidgeon & Butler, 
2009). 
3. Conclusion 
“There is no singular „nature‟ as such, only a diversity of contested natures; and each 
such nature is constituted through a variety of socio-cultural processes from which 
such nature cannot be plausibly separated” (Macnaghten & Urry, 1998:1)  
Environment defies simple definition. Its meanings are multiple, conflicting and 
contested.  In the last decades planning institutions and practices have provided key 
sites for the development and contestation of the changing environmental discourses. 
The narratives of the development plans in particular have reflected and reinforced the 
evolving meanings of the environment. Based on the analysis of a sample of plans 
produced in 2000s and while recognising the nuances of the environmental discourses, 
this paper has identified eight broad meanings of the environment in planning. Over time 
new discourses have been added to planners‟ repertoire to create what is now a multi-
layered narrative of the environment in contemporary plans. The environment is seen 
simultaneously: as local amenity, as heritage landscape, as nature reserve, as 
storehouse of resources, as tradable commodity, as problem, as sustainability, and as 
risk (see table 2 for a summary). Some of these discourses may complement each other 
(such as local amenity and functional services), others are often in conflict (such as 
nature reserve and storehouse of material resources), and most are in competition for 
setting the agenda for policy and action. Their formation, continuation and 
transformation are contested political acts, infused with power relations.    
While each narrative has its own particular history and trajectory, what binds them 
together is a deep-seated anthropocentric view of nature, and of human as its steward 
or even its master. The most explicit manifestation of this human-centred view is the 
persistent utilitarian treatment of the environment as a storehouse of resources and 
functions for human exploitation. Interlaced with this functional view is the conservation 
narrative which has centred on protecting the „best‟ of nature for human enjoyment. The 
„best‟ is constructed through a system of hierarchical designations which conceives the 
environment as a series of discrete parcels, and values each parcel according to its 
position on the hierarchy. Dividing nature into fixed entities (such as air, water, land) or 
bounded spaces (such as SSSIs, AONBS) constitutes a key planning „technology‟ for 
managing and controlling nature; a practice which is also embedded in planning‟s 
rational administrative responses to solving environmental „problems‟. Although these, 
coupled with an intensification of EU-driven environmental regulations and impact 
assessments, have expanded the discursive space for the environmental narratives in 
planning, it has not led to a shift towards more radical biocentric views of the 
environment. Even the sustainability agenda has been subsumed into a weak ecological 
modernisation whose positive-sum narrative of balancing competing economic, social 
and environmental goals has become a powerful rhetoric in planning. However, this 
positive image of a „sustainable‟ future which imbued planning for nearly two decades is 
now being challenged by the growing awareness of the inevitability of climate change. It 
appears that “the term environment is being subsumed under the hegemonic imperative 
of climate change...” (Whatmore, 2008:1777). As a result, environment has come to be 
seen as natural hazard and a risk to human wellbeing. It is no longer seen only as an 
asset to be sustained for future generations, but also as something that presents a 
threat to them. Environment is now increasingly framed in the language of risk and 
security. Risk management and emergency planning sit alongside spatial planning in this 
climate of heightened securitisation. However, the adaptation „turn‟ in planning and its 
associated discourses of risk and security may be short lived, given the current 
relaxation of the centrally-enforced requirements for producing adaptation plans. In the 
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future, what new meanings of the environment emerge in planning discourses depend 
fundamentally on what kind of natures are imagined and what type of human-nature 
relationships are pursued.  
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Table 1: Sample of the planning documents produced in England in the 2000s   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Title  Publication Date 
National Planning policy Statements  
PPS7: Sustainable Development in Rural Areas 2004 
PPS22: Renewable Energy 2004 
PPS9 Biodiversity and Geological Conservation 2005 
PPS1: Delivering Sustainable Development 2005 
Supplement to PPS1: Planning and Climate Change 2007 
Supplement to PPS1: Eco-towns 2009 
PPS4: Planning for Sustainable Economic Growth 2009 
PPS3 Housing 2010 
PPS25: Development and Flood Risk 2006, revised 2010 
Supplement to PPS25: Development and Coastal Change 2010 
Regional Spatial Strategies   
Regional Spatial Strategy for the East Midlands (RSS8) March 2005 
A Clear Vision for the South East: The South East Plan Core Document 
(Draft for Submission to Government) 
March 2006 
Draft Regional Spatial Strategy for the South West 2006-2016 No date 
Regional Spatial Strategy for the West Midlands January 2008 
East of England Plan: The Revision to the East of England Spatial 
Strategy 
May 2008 
The Yorkshire and Humberside Plan, Regional Spatial Strategy to 2026 May 2008 
The North East of England Plan – Regional Spatial Strategy to 2021 July 2008 
North West of England Plan – Spatial Strategy to 2021 September 2008 
The London Plan: Spatial Development Strategy for Greater London October 2009 
Local Development Plan Documents 
Core Strategy and Development Control Policies. Chelmsford Borough 
Council Local Development Framework 2001-2021 (Adopted) 
February 2008 
(City of Lancaster) Local Development Framework Core Strategy 2003-
2021 (Adopted). 
July 2008 
London Borough of Richmond upon Thames: Local Development 
Framework Core Strategy (Adopted). 
April 2009 
(Lake District National Park Authority) Local Development Framework 
Core Strategy (including Proposals Map) – (Adopted) 
October 2010 
East Riding of Yorkshire: Preferred Approach Core Strategy May 2010 
London Borough of Merton: Local Development Framework Core 
Strategy 2010  Pre-submission Representations Publication 
Aug-Sept 2010 
Climate change strategies  
Rising to the Challenge: A Climate Change Action Plan for England‟s 
North West 2010-2012. 
No date 
(The East of England Climate Change Partnership) Climate Change 
Action Plan – Draft 
2009 
The Draft Climate Change Adaptation Strategy for London (Public 
Consultation Draft) 
February 2010 
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Table 2: Meanings of ‘the environment’ in English planning  
Meaning of 
the 
environment 
in planning 
View of   
human-nature 
relationship  
Dominant 
approach 
Rooted in:   Discursive 
focus  
Manifestation n 
planning 
(example of 
planning tools 
used) 
Local amenity Anthropocentric. 
Nature as a 
refuge for human 
enjoyment  
Welfare-
oriented 
aesthetic 
utilitarian 
  
Green 
romanticism  
(19th c.) 
Protection of 
intangible local 
amenities  
Utilisation of 
natural beauty as 
a backcloth for 
development 
Separation of 
urban from rural 
(green belt) 
Heritage 
landscape 
Anthropocentric. 
Human as the 
steward of  a 
„green‟ nature 
Aesthetic 
utilitarian 
Elitist preservation 
of a pre-industrial 
past (19th c.)  
 
Preservation of 
the „best‟ of 
heritage 
landscape  
Hierarchical 
categorisation of 
bounded parcels 
of landscape (site 
designation) 
Nature 
reserve 
Biocentric. 
Human as part of 
nature and the 
web of life 
Ecological Radical 
environmentalism  
(1960s/1970s) 
Enhancement 
of nature for 
nature‟s sake 
Making 
connections 
(green corridors) 
Alongside 
hierarchical 
ordering (sieve 
mapping) 
Storehouse of 
resources & 
functions 
Anthropocentric. 
Human as  the 
master of a 
„clockwork‟ 
nature 
Functional 
utilitarian 
 
 
Scientific 
revolution and 
mechanistic view 
of the world (17th 
/18th c.) 
Exploitation of 
natural 
resources for 
economic 
growth   
Using nature as a 
container of 
materials,  
scientific 
repository, and a 
sink for 
absorbing 
pollution/ waste  
Separating 
polluters from 
people (zoning) 
Tradable 
commodity 
Anthropocentric. 
Nature as a 
„stock of capital‟ 
for human 
consumption  
Market-
oriented 
utilitarian 
 
Neo-liberalism  
(1980s) 
Bargaining  
with nature   
Trading nature 
for development 
gain (planning 
gain) 
Problem Anthropocentric.  
Human action as 
a remedy for 
natures‟ 
problems  
Administrative 
rational: 
„leave it to 
expert‟   
Environmental 
awareness  
(1960s / 1970s)   
Problem-
solving 
Rectifying 
environmental 
problems 
without socio-
economic  
restructuring   
Assessing and  
reducing  
environmental 
impacts of 
development 
(EIA)  
Sustainability Anthropocentric. 
Nature as an 
asset to be 
safeguarded for 
future 
generations  
Ecological 
modernisation  
Forestry practices 
(18th c.)  
Brundtland report 
(1987) 
Achieving win-
win solutions  
Balancing social, 
economic and 
environmental 
goals (SEA)  
Risk Anthropocentric. 
Nature as a 
threat against 
which future 
generation 
should be 
safeguarded  
Technical-
rational risk 
assessment  
 
 
Climate change 
adaptation  
(2000s) 
Securitisation, 
building 
resilience    
Assessing and 
reducing 
environmental 
risks to 
development  
(climate 
proofing) 
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i The focus of the paper is on the planning system in England which following the devolution of planning powers 
differs from the rest of the United Kingdom.    
ii Discourse in this paper is defined as a shared narrative which enables those who subscribe to them make 
sense of fragmented information (Dryzek, 1997). 
iii
 It is now called the Campaign to Protect Rural England. 
iv Along with the work of Galileo, Kepler and Copernicus on mechanics and cosmology 
v “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of this generation without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their needs” (WCED, 1987:8) 
vi Meaning the need to drastically reduce the anthropogenic (human-induced) greenhouse gas emissions 
vii Meaning the need to adapt to the impact of climate change 
viii Through the Planning and compulsory Purchase Act, 2004 
ix Such as the UK Climate Impact Programme (2006), the  EU White Paper on Adapting to Climate Change 
(2009) and the UK Climate Change Act (2008) 
x These  include: “Identify the scope of the policy; Establish criteria for policy making and exposure unit, 
Assess risk, Identify options, Appraise options, Formulate policy, and Implement, monitor and review” (ODPM, 
2004b). 
